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In a landmark case, the Honduran government is on trial for "forced disappearances" attributed
to its security forces by the Inter-American Court of Human Rights in San Jose, Costa Rica. The
Court is the judicial arm of the Organization of American States. The Honduran government stands
accused of 137 disappearances in the 1981-84 period, according to Juan Mendez of Americas Watch,
who is assisting in the prosecution. The trial of the Honduran government began in April 1986
and is expected to conclude this week. Court officials said a verdict may not be handed down until
mid-1988. Tegucigalpa denies all charges. In the case on trial this week in San Jose, the Honduran
government is accused of responsibility for four disappearances: Costa Ricans Fairen Garbi, a
bank employee, and Yolanda Solis Corrales, a teacher, both 27, in December 1981, as they were
north to Mexico; Honduran Saul Godinez Cruz, 32, a teacher, on July 22, 1982; and, Honduran
Angel Manfredo Velasquez, 35, a student leader and union organizer, on Sept. 12, 1981. Prosecutors
have charged that the four were killed by a Honduran military intelligence unit and death squad
called Battalion 316 on suspicion of being leftists helping the Salvadoran rebels. [The Court was
established in September 1979, but until recently has been limited to giving advisory opinions. The
explanation for the Court's limited activities is that Honduras is one of the few countries in the OAS
to have accepted court jurisdiction without reservations. The US has not adhered to the Human
Rights Convention or the Court. Evidence of human rights violations in El Salvador and Guatemala
have been far more extensive than in the Honduran case. However, they have reserved the right
to decide whether the Court has jurisdiction on a case-by-case basis. Nicaragua and Panama also
have refused to accept the Court's compulsory jurisdiction.] *There is evidence that Honduran death
squads continue to operate. Thus far, two of 16 witnesses in the case have been killed, two others
have received death threats, and an Army deserter who provided secret testimony to a Honduran
human rights group has died in peculiar circumstances. On Jan. 14, an unknown gunman on a
motorcycle assassinated the western region head of the Honduran Committee for the Defense of
Human Rights, Miguel Angel Pavon, and a friend, Moises Landaverde, as they chatted in a car in
the Honduran city of San Pedro Sula. Committee president Ramon Custodio Lopez said the style of
the murders was similar to three other suspected death-squad killings in that city. Pavon was the
first witness to appear in the case against Honduras, testifying that a pattern of disappearances in
the country had been virtually ignored by governmental, military and judicial authorities. On Jan.
5, Jose Isaias Vilorio, an ex-Army sergeant who had been accused in the Court of involvement in
a Battalion 316 death squad, was gunned down while waiting for a bus in a Tegucigalpa suburb.
Assailants screamed that Vilorio was a "murderer" as they dragged his body into the street and
covered it with a banner of the Cinchonero rebel group. Honduran guerrillas have not carried out
such a killing before and it would seem improbable unlikely they would eliminate a witness so
damaging to the government. Vilorio, employed by the National Directorate of Investigation, a
police intelligence unit, had been scheduled to testify before the court on Jan. 19. In a Jan. 6 press
release, Americas Watch said that "the killing appears to be part of a campaign of violence and
intimidation against witnesses called before the Inter-American Court." Americas Watch officials
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suggested in interviews with the Washington Post that the Honduran military was responsible.
*According to several US officials and a former member of a death squad who said he was trained
by the CIA (as cited in the New York Times, 01/19/88), killings by government death squads are well
known to the Reagan administration. Nonetheless, Washington continues to argue that Honduras
has an acceptable human rights record, and thus continues to aid the police and the army. The US
government has done nothing to assist the trial in Costa Rica, nor has it denounced the murder of
witnesses. Despite killings in the last year, Secretary Shultz told Congress recently that Honduras
has an acceptable human rights record once again, thereby approving new police assistance for
Honduras. Aryeh Neier, Americas Watch vice chairman, told the Times, "I have never seen a case
in which the US government is so deeply linked to the human rights abuses of a government as
in Honduras. "The killings of witnesses in this trail is a direct threat to the integrity of the InterAmerican system, which the US has not in any way defended." *The day before Vilorio was killed,
the body of Joselito Aguilera Cordoba, a military deserter, was brought to a morgue by soldiers. An
officer said the death was a military accident, but reporters were prevented from viewing the body.
Less than two months before, Aguilera had given secret testimony to Custodio's rights group about
the military. *Florencio Caballero, a former sergeant in Battalion 316, also a witness in the case,
has testified that he received training in interrogation techniques by the CIA. Others have charged
outside the court that CIA officers and US military advisers in Honduras knew that Battalion 316
tortured and murdered suspected subversives, but did nothing to stop it. Caballero has implicated
senior Honduran military officers in death-squad activity. *Lieut. Col. Alexander Hernandez, who
formerly commanded the 316th Batallion, which ran several death squads, has been regularly given
top positions and was recently promoted by President Jose Azcona. Hernandez has been called to
testify in Costa Rica. In addition, the brother of the commander of the Honduran Army, Lieut. Marco
Tulion Regalando Hernandez, has also been accused of running death squads and has been called
to testify. Besides running death squads, the Honduran Army has also executed dozens of suspected
leftists caught in army sweeps in recent years, including a US priest, James Carney. Carney was
interrogated and then killed in 1983, according to two Honduran soldiers and US officials, cited by
the Times. Caballero said he personally interrogated Carney before the priest was killed. *Another
key witness in the case, attorney Ines Consuelo Murillo, testified she was tortured, raped and held
incommunicado during 80 days of detention in clandestine military jails in 1983. She was one of few
civilians who survived army capture, and was released because of pressure from her father, a former
army officer, and from the West German government. According to US and Honduran officials
cited by the Times, Murillo was able to identify a US CIA agent who was present during part of her
interrogation. The agent, whose name was given a reporter, was quickly moved out of Honduras by
the US government after Murillo made her assertion. (Basic data from New York Times, 01/19/88;
Washington Post, 01/21/88)
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